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Society: Capital Removal

CAPITAL REMOVAL
Seldom has the site for a city been deliberately selected, less often has it been chosen in a wilderness, and
scarcely ever has a capital been so placed not only many
miles from any settlement but far from any single habitation of civilized man. Yet thus it was with Tallahassee
when its site was chosen for the seat of government of
the Territory of Florida and as the permanent home of its
wandering Council.
The location was selected with care, and by men well
qualified to determine the most advantageous position
near the center of population. But their decision did not
please a large minority of the inhabitants - those of East
Florida.
Early in the third session of the Legislative Council the first to convene at the new Capital, November 8, 1824
-“Mr. Robinson presented the petition of sundry inhabitants of Gadsden County preying the removal of the
Seat of Government to a site on some navigable water,
which was read and ordered to lie on the table”.1
Thus was begun, or this is the first evidence of, that
more or less continual agitation for the removal of the
Capital from Tallahassee which is still a political question
today.
At the ninth session of the Council, in 1831, the advocates of removal were a majority and enacted the following2
Be it enacted by the Governor and Legislative
Council of the Territory of Florida, That with a
view to the permanent location of the seat of government of this Territory, there shall be appointed
by the Legislative Council, at its present session,
five persons as commissioners, one of whom shall be
1
2

Pensacola Gazette, Nov. 20, 1824.
Acts of the Legislative Council, 9th sess., 1831, p. 17.
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from the eastern, two from the middle, one from the
southern, and one from the western Judicial District.
That said commissioners shall meet at such time and
place as they may deem proper, and shall proceed to
examine all such places as, in their opinion, might
probably be the most eligible site for the permanent
location of the seat of government for this Territory.
Be it further enacted, That Jose A. Trias, from
the eastern district, John Gamble and Malcolm
Nicholson, from the middle, John Porter Lockhart,
from the western, and Theodore Owens, from the
southern Judicial District of this Territory, be and
they are hereby appointed commissioners as provided for in this act; to make said selection and
report * * *.
Passed Feb. 13, 1831.
REJECTED by the Governor, Feb. 13, 1831.
Reconsidered by the Council, 13th Feb. 1831,
and passed by the requisite majority.
It would be interesting to know which members of the
Council joined with those from East Florida (who presumably were removal advocates) to override the Governor’s veto. But unfortunately the journals of all of the
early sessions of the Council are lost, and these journals
were not issued in printed form until the session of 1832. 3
Nor have the reports of these commissioners been
preserved. But that they were far from agreeing on a
site is evident-for the five submitted four reports to the
next session of the Council 4 ; Owens and Lockhart from
the ends of the State alone agreeing, Perhaps it was because of this disagreement that no action on a permanent
site was then taken by the Council.
It may have been in the nature of a compromise that
3
The journals of some of these sessions are to be found in contemporaneous newspapers.
4
Journal of the Legislative Council, 1832, pp. 21, 22.
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5
at this same session a bill was passed 5 by a vote of nine to
seven entitled, “an act to provide for holding the next
session of the legislative council in the city of St. Augustine”; John P. Booth representing Walton and Washington counties, Stith F. Jones of Gadsden, and Sampson
Pope of Jackson voting with the members from East
Florida.
James D. Westcott, Jr., Secretary and Acting Governor throughout this session disapproved of the bill 6

Executive Office, Tallahassee,
February 8, 1832.
SIR-I return to the council the bill entitled, “an
act to provide for the holding the next session of
the legislative council of this territory in the city of
St. Augustine, and for other purposes, and at such
place thereafter as the legislative council may direct.”
How much soever, I am inclined to the belief
that the results of the measure proposed in the bill,
would ultimately, if it could be effected at this
time, be of salutary tendency upon the public interests, yet upon looking at the acts of Congress,
which relate to the location of a seat of government
for this territory, and the place of holding the sessions of the council, I find this bill is entirely inconsistent with their provisions and therefore reject it.
I am sir, Your ob’t. serv’t.,
JAMES D. WESTCOTT , J R.
HON. A. BELLAMY, Pres’t of the council.
Being reconsidered 7, the same nine members voted
for the bill. These were not enough to enact it, and
Tallahassee was safe for a time ; but such a victory could
only mean a truce.
At the session begun and held January 2, 1843, the
5
6
7

Ibid. p. 68.
Ibid. p. 88.
Ibid. p. 93.

Published by STARS, 1924

3

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 3 [1924], No. 4, Art. 4

6
question again was considered and came to vote. On
February 16 there appears in the journal of the House 8 :Mr. Stewart offered the following preamble and resolution, viz :
WHEREAS the present seat of Government of this
Territory was located soon after the cession of the
Floridas to the United States, and before the
country was settled by American citizens ; and as
experience has proved that its location was extremely
injudicious, and that the city of Tallahassee is not
only inconvenient of access to the citizens in remote
parts of the Territory, but is also unhealthy; and
altogether, from a variety of causes, the most unsuitable in Florida at which the Legislature. and.
Courts of Appeals should hold their annual sessions:Resolved, therefore, That a select committee be
appointed, with instructions to draft a bill authorizing the selecting of a suitable site in a central part
of the Territory, for the establishment of a seat of
Government.
On a motion to lay the preamble and resolution on
the table, the yeas and nays were called by Messrs.
Knowles and Stewart, and were as follows:
Yeas-Messrs. Child [Alachua], De la Rua [Escambia], Forman [Gadsden], Knowles [Leon], McRaeny
[Leon], Patterson [Monroe], Tabor [Washington],
Taylor of Mosquito, Turner [Walton], and Zeigler
[Gadsden].-10.
Nays-Mr. Speaker [Lancaster, of Duval], Messrs.
Arnou [Calhoun], Broward [Duval], Bush [Jackson],
Dummett [St. Johns], Haddock [Nassau], Irwin [Jackson], Pent [Dade], Scott [Jefferson], Selph [Madison],
Smith [St. Johns], Stewart [Hamilton], and Summerlin
[Columbia]-13.
So the motion was lost.
8

House Journal 1843, p. 115.
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Mr. Knowles moved the same be indefinitely postponed, and the yeas and nays being called by Messrs.
McRaeny and Pent, were as follows:
Yeas-Messrs. Amos [Santa Rosa], Bush, De la
Rua, Forman, Irwin, Knowles, McRaeny, Patterson,
Scott, Tabor, Taylor of Mosquito, Turner and Zeigler13.
Nays-Mr. Speaker, Messrs. Arnou, Broward, Child,
Dummett, Haddock, Pent, Selph, Smith, Stewart, and
Summerlin - 11.
So the motion prevailed, and the same was indefinitely
postponed.
[Whereupon]
Mr. Haddock offered the following resolution:
Resolved, by the Governor and the LegislativeCouncil, That our Delegate in Congress be requested
to use his best exertions to procure a division of this
Territory, giving to East Florida all East of the
Suwannee, and to West Florida all West of said
river; and that a copy of this resolution be sent to
our Delegate in Congress.
The question of “removal” was not forgotten by the
politicians of East Florida, but it was ten years - during
the session of l853 - before it again came to vote in the
Legislature.
This was a time when politics was of serious concern
to every thinking man, for the lines were forming for
that greatest of all political struggles, the Civil War. So
when the periodically agitated question came to a vote of
the people in 1854 such was the interest in the larger
questions of the hour that little notice was taken even
in Tallahassee of this one which meant so much to her.
The plan of attack on Tallahassee was skilfully devised :
9
Be it enacted * * *That the qualified voters of the
State shall, at the election * * * for members of the
9

Acts, 6th session, 1852-53, p. 123.
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House of Representatives of the United States vote
for the “removal of the Seat of Government from
the city of Tallahassee” or “no removal” * * *. That
there shall be five commissioners appointed to wit,
Robert J. Floyd, of Franklin county, Richard A.
Shine, of Leon county, S. B. Thomas, of Madison
county, David Provence, of Marion county, and
John Darling of Hillsborough County. * * * That if
it shall appear that a majority of the ballots shall
have been cast for the removal of the Capital from
the city of Tallahassee, it shall be the duty of the
aforesaid Commissioners * * * to select and permanently locate the Seat of Government of this
State, having special regard to centralness and
healthfulness of locality.
Passed * * * and Approved, January 8, 1853.
At this election, October 4, 1854, the fight between
the rising Democrats and the conservative Whigs centered
in the contest for congressman between Augustus E.
Maxwell and former-Governor Thomas Brown. Such
was the intense party spirit aroused that the question of
“removal” seems to have been all but forgotten, and the
first returns, even in the Tallahassee papers, were solely
results of that bitter contest.
Tallahassee was in great danger of losing the Capital
and won by but six hundred votes. It is quite clear why
Madison alone of all the central counties voted for removal, and that by ten to one. The vote follows: 10
Removal No Rem.

Alachua
Calhoun
Columbia
Duval
Dade
Escambia
Franklin
Gadsden
10

380
846
690
2
2
1

8
165
11
7
334
242
786

Removal No Rem.

Levy
Madison
Monroe
Marion
Orange
Nassau
Putnam
St. Johns

The Florida Sentinel , Tallahassee, Nov. 7, 1854.
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657 63
4 175
436
5
69
1
22
57
123
94
4
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16 352
9
2
127
270
298
197
_______________
4402 5020
During the years following the Civil War there was
renewed agitation of the question, and twice, in 1881 and
in 1900, had Tallahassee to face the possibility of losing
her position as the political center of Florida.
Towards the close of its session of the former year
the Legislature passed a bill moving the Capital “to
Gainesville, or some other place”. The bill was loosely
drawn-perhaps to gain sufficient support for passage and came under the veto of Governor Bloxham:
“I have the honor to return without my approval
.
a bill providing * * * that the seat of government
be changed from Tallahassee to Gainesville, or such
other place * * * which a majority of the voters
shall select. * * * The Constitution provides that the
seat of government shall remain in the city of Tallahassee until otherwise located by a majority vote
of the 11Legislature and a majority vote of the people
***"
It was his opinion that the former had not occurred,
nor had any proper provision been made for determining
the will of the people. His veto was sustained.
At the State Democratic Convention, held June 19,
1900, the perennial question was introduced and the following articles, not without opposition, were included in
the platform there adopted:
Article 25. The question of the removal of the
seat of State government * * * should be settled by
the white Democratic electors of the State.* * *
Article 26. The Democratic State Committee

Hernando
173
Hamilton
258
5
Hillsborough 323 7
Holmes
3 137
Jackson
1 728
Jefferson
56 421
Leon
5 745

11

Santa Rosa
St. Lucie
Sumpter
Walton
Wakulla
Washington

Senate Journal, 1881, p. 646.
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shall provide for the holding * * * of such primary
election.
Article 27. In the event that a place other than
Tallahassee shall have received a plurality * * * it
shall be the duty of the State Legislature to provide for the submission to the electors of a Constitutional Amendment providing for the change of location * * * and it shall be the duty of all Democrats
to vote for such.* * * If Tallahassee shall receive
the plurality vote, then the Legislature shall there
provide better accommodations for the State’s records and business.
It was determined that the primary be held in connection with the general election of that year, in November.
The method adopted followed Tallahassee’s interests
more nearly than that of the act under which the election
of 1854 was held. Now the opposition might be divided ;
and Ocala, Gainesville, St. Augustine and Jacksonville
entered the contest, a contest which the latter was believed to have promoted. Tallahassee and Jacksonville
carried a vigorous campaign to every part of the State,
those of Ocala and St. Augustine were energetic but more
restricted, while Gainesville early withdrew.
Not only did Tallahassee win but she received a majority of all votes cast.
Vote : Tallahassee 16,742, Jacksonville 7,675, Ocala
4,917, St. Augustine 2,881.
An intangible argument but a very real asset doubtless
had its influence on the contest: the distinctive charm of
Tallahassee - a charm which is known of if not felt by
those who have never seen the dome of the Capitol above
the trees nor its sentinel columns guarding the doors
which open directly east and west towards the far-away
borders of the State, the charm of trees and flowers, and
of other columns before many other doors all of which
are always open to the north and south as well - and the
charm which lies within them.
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